Comparison of characteristics and therapeutic efficacy in rheumatoid arthritis patients treated by rheumatologists and those treated by orthopedic surgeons under a team medicine approach at the same institute.
The treatment of rheumatoid arthritis (RA) has improved dramatically with the advent of the latest generation of disease-modifying antirheumatic drugs. Despite these advances, in some patients inflammation is not diminished sufficiently to prevent irreversible musculoskeletal damage, thereby necessitating surgical intervention to reduce pain and improve function. For RA treatment, Japanese orthopedic surgeons also prescribe medication. In this study, we examined whether this Japanese system is effective for RA treatment. We analyzed the clinical condition of RA patients treated by rheumatologists and those treated by orthopedists in a linked registry study using information from a large observational cohort of RA patients followed every half year from 2000 to 2010 (the IORRA cohort). Two groups of patients were compared: patients treated by rheumatologists (rheumatologic group) and patients treated by orthopedists (orthopedic group). The results revealed that patients in the orthopedic group were older, more likely to be female, and had a longer disease duration than patients in the rheumatologic group. The proportion of patients with a history of joint surgery was also much higher in the orthopedic group than in the rheumatologic group. The average scores on the Japanese version of the Health Assessment Questionnaire, and the remission ratio determined using a Boolean-based definition gradually increased from 2000 until 2010, and these findings were consistently better in the rheumatologic group than in the orthopedic group. These data suggest that patients treated primarily by orthopedists are more likely to have long-standing RA compared to patients treated by rheumatologists. Therefore, it is critical for rheumatologists and orthopedists to complement each other medically in the treatment of RA patients.